Comorbidity of ADHD and High-functioning Autism: A Pilot Study on the Utility of the Overflow Movements Measure.
Children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and high-functioning autism (HFA) commonly show neurological soft signs (NSS) and impairment in executive functioning (EF). Many children with HFA may experience ADHD-like symptoms, and the 2 disorders may be comorbid. Evaluating NSS and EF in drug-naive subjects with ADHD, HFA, and ADHD+HFA compared with healthy children may be critical in understanding and differentiating the biological substrates and cognitive phenotypes associated with these disorders. The goal of this study was to evaluate possible differences among these groups in motor and EF and the effects of comorbidity. Thirty-eight drug-naive patients (13 with ADHD, 13 with HFA, 12 with ADHD+HFA) and 13 healthy controls (HC) were evaluated on measures of planning, verbal working memory, and response inhibition. Evaluation of NSS involved 3 primary variables: overflow movements (OM), dysrhythmia, and speed of timed activities. The group with ADHD and the group with HFA both showed impairment on measures of planning, response inhibition, and verbal working memory compared with the HC group. Moreover, the group with ADHD showed a greater number of NSS compared with the HC group, whereas the group with HFA showed greater dysrhythmia and slowness compared with the HC group. The group with ADHD+HFA showed deficits of planning and response inhibition and a greater number of NSS compared with the HC group. The group with ADHD+HFA showed greater impairment of planning compared with the other clinical groups and greater dysrhythmia compared with the group with ADHD. According to our data, the OM measure revealed a gradient in which ADHD was at one extreme (more OM) and HFA at the other extreme (less OM), whereas ADHD+HFA showed a number of OM that fell in the middle between the numbers for the ADHD and HFA groups.